In this edition of the Newsletter we look at recent research done in the disability area, we refer to the recent cuts in funding for services and we look at mainstream education.  But first, good news ….

More Good News for the NPSA.

In our last newsletter we referred to our main project for 2010 and later.  You will remember that we intend to produce a small booklet aimed at helping people to understand what they should expect from services.  It will also cover other areas of interest.  The good news is that we have been given funding from the Genio Trust, an organisation which aims at improving the lot of people with disabilities and mental health issues.  This will allow us to expand the project into holding information meetings around the country.  


NPSA AGM

The NPSA AGM will take place in the Autumn.  We’ll let you know full details early in September.

Family Voices: Life in Ireland for Families of People with Intellectual Disabilities, 2010

Over the past two years the National Institute for Intellectual Disability (NIID), Trinity College, has been involved in a major project to look at what life is like for people with intellectual disability and their families.  The family study involved 70 family members who took part in focus groups and 539 families who completed a survey.  The survey contained a large number of questions.
The findings from the survey were, in our estimation, at times surprising and at other times predictable.  They describe the very complex relationship between families and services.  For example, families felt that their family member was safe from abuse in services (93%), that the services encouraged their family member to make their own decisions (76%) and that staff were competent (88%).  On the other hand they felt there was a lack of training after school (56%) and 41% felt they were not being given enough support to manage their family member’s challenging behaviour.

The above is only a flavour of the overall data.  The finalised report is expected in Mid-September and may be accessed on the NPSA website.

Another strand of the project is to collect life stories from families of people with an intellectual disability.  It will begin with a small number of stories (about ten).  However, it’s hoped that this will be expanded over time.  Already a number of life stories from people with an intellectual disability have been assembled.  These are quite fascinating.  They may be accessed at http://www.tcd.ie/niid/life-stories/stories/.

Protests over Cuts in Funding for Services.

You will have heard about the recent protests over the funding cuts to services including the threat of removing respite and other services in some areas.  The resulting responses from Ministers and the Taoiseach have been vague, confusing and very disappointing.  As the newly formed Galway Alliance Hope 4 Disability Group says in one of their recent Press Releases: 

“it … appears that little has changed. Before the HSE revealed on 2 July last that a further €4 million was to be cut from Voluntary agencies in Galway, they had already cut the budgets of service providers for 2010. This is what John Hennessey, Regional Director for HSE West, refers to when he says ‘the budget for 2010 has already been agreed and cannot be changed”. In the Case of The Brothers of Charity Services, Galway (BOCG), this amounted to cuts of €2.5 million in 2010 and we (parents and carers) have already been told that this will lead to the closure of community homes, the curtailment of day services and the reduction of respite by 45% come January next (existing BOCG reserves will keep respite open until then). The protests last week did lead to the temporary shelving of the additional €2 million cut to the BOCG that came to light on 2 July. Had this not happened then services would have had to close immediately with redundancies. The current situation, as we understand it, is that the HSE continue to assert that they have to find savings of this magnitude but are to have further talks with service providers to try to ensure that frontline services will not be further impacted.”

Essentially, the problem is that the HSE seem to think that they only to have to inform the service providers that they’re inefficient and the result will be an instant change in how they do business.  It is not the business of the NPSA to get involved in that argument on one side or the other.  What is more important, from our point of view is that, while the argument continues, parents and their family members with a disability are suffering.  While there may be a point to some of the HSE assertions, they must find a way to effect change within services without doing damage to the clients of these services.

National Council for Special Education

In recent months the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) has produced a few significant documents and some research reports:

Appeals system for decisions by SENOs

It has become more common for parents of children with disabilities to send them to mainstream education.  While the social advantages are obvious for many children, the level of support they receive from the State is sometimes a thorny issue.  In particular, decisions of SENOs may not always meet parental expectations.  The result is that the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) who is charged with providing supports, and who employs the SENOs, has introduced an appeals system for schools or parents who disagree with the decision of a SENO.

The grounds under which they may appeal are that a decision by a SENO either misinterpreted or ignored the Department of Education and Science policy and/or that the SENO failed to take due account of the evidence of educational and/or care needs of the child or the resourcing available within the school when applying the Department of Education and Science policy.

The appeal will be heard by a senior SENO and for parents their decision is final.  Many would fear that a senior SENO, with the best will in the world, would find it difficult to be totally impartial.  Particularly, when they often have their offices in the same building as the other SENOs. 

Interestingly, for a school there is a second port of appeal.  That is, the Appeals Advisory Committee.  This appeals committee is an attempt at an independent appeals process.  Unfortunately, it is not available for parents except with the support of the school.

Creating inclusive learning environments in Irish schools: Teacher perspectives

This study attempted to gather information on teachers’ perceptions about inclusion, current practice in creating inclusive learning environments and current constraints to inclusive practice.  For those interested in including children with special needs it’s interesting reading.  A summary can be had at http://www.ncse.ie/uploads/1/Creating_inclusive_learning_environments.pdf.

Authors: Michael Shevlin, Hugh Kearns, Michele Ranaghan, Miriam Twomey, Ron Smith and Eileen Winter.

Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland

This study deals with the position of special classes and special schools in Ireland.  In this climate of mainstreaming it is often forgotten that special schools still exist and that mainstream schools still have special classes for people with intellectual disability and other special needs.  Many of them are doing excellent work.  The research was conducted by a group from St. Patrick’s College of Education.

It was conducted between 2005 and 2008 in two phases.  Its purpose was to look at the role of special classes and special schools in our education system.  It can be accessed at http://www.ncse.ie/uploads/1/SpecSchlsClasAcc_1.pdf
Authors: Dr Jean Ware, Tish Balfe, Dr Cathal Butler, Dr Thérèse Day, Maeve Dupont, Catherine Harten, Ann-Marie Farrell, Rory McDaid, Margaret O’Riordan, Dr Anita Prunty, Dr Joe Travers
Review of SNAs in schools.  

We will review this report in our next newsletter but it can be accessed at http://www.ncse.ie/uploads/1/Report_on_Review_of_SNA_Allocation_to_Schools.pdf
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